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tion	of	CivilWarLand in Bad Decline	(New	York:	Riverhead	Books,	1997).	
Archival Work in a Surreal World: 




CivilWarLand in Bad Decline,	 came	 out	 in	 1996	 reviewers	
emphasized	 the	 surrealism	of	his	fictional	world	of	 run-down	
theme	 parks	 and	 virtual-reality	 franchise	 businesses:	 “…	 a	
nightmarish	 post-apocalyptic	 world	 that	 might	 have	 been	
envisioned	 by	 Walt	 Disney	 on	 acid,”	 wrote	 the	 philadelphia 
Inquirer,	 while	 newsweek	 called	 it	 “a	 cybernetic,	 post-
apocalyptic	dystopia.”1
	 Saunders’s	 settings	 may	 be	 surreal,	 but	 the	 work	
that	 his	 characters	 perform	 in	 the	 CivilWarLand	 stories	 is	
grounded	in	the	reality	of	contemporary	records	management.	
In	“The	400-Pound	CEO,”	the	title	character	works	at	Humane	
Raccoon	 Alternatives,	 a	 company	 that	 claims	 to	 relocate	
problem	 raccoons	 to	 the	 countryside	 while	 actually	 killing	
them.	 Still	 a	 lowly	 employee,	 not	 yet	 a	 CEO,	 he	 completes	
routine	paperwork—“Post-burial	I	write	up	the	invoices	and	a	







we	 set	 them	 free”—while	 lusting	 after	 Freeda,	 the	 company’s	
“document	 placement	 and	 retrieval	 specialist.”2	 In	 the	 title	
story,	“CivilWarLand	in	Bad	Decline,”	the	narrator	works	at	a	
historical	theme	park	of	questionable	accuracy,	located	on	the	
old	McKinnon	 family	property:	 “Their	homestead’s	 long	gone	






scenes,	 he	 faxes	 in	 a	 “Daily	 Partner	 Performance	 Evaluation	
Form,”	which	he	completes	with	incorrect	information	in	order	
to	keep	his	underperforming	coworker	from	being	fired.
	 Theme	 parks	 and	 small-animal	 slaughter	 aside,	
Saunders’s	 fictional	 world	 is	 one	 that	 records	 managers	 and	
archivists	will	find	familiar.	In	the	story	“CivilWarLand,”	records	




Despite	 the	 decline	 in	 visitation	 (for	 which	 random	 attacks	
by	teenage	gangs	are	partly	to	blame),	the	narrator	carries	on	
with	 his	 work,	 which	 includes	 a	 “Verisimilitude	 Evaluation,”	
















as	 an	 engineer,	 he	 did	 not	 have	 the	 typical	 writer’s	 education.	 In	 the	 same	
interview,	he	mentions	the	kind	of	paperwork	he	had	to	do	in	a	former	job:	





10	 Kenneth	 E.	 Foote,	 “To	 Remember	 and	 Forget:	 Archives,	 Memory,	 and	
Culture,”	american archivist	53	(Summer	1990):	378-393,	rpt.	in	american 














have	 a	 broader	 significance	 as	 “society’s	 collective	 memory,”	
in	the	words	of	Kenneth	E.	Foote,	a	scholar	of	geography	and	













17	 James	 M.	 O’Toole,	 “On	 the	 Idea	 of	 Permanence,”	 american archivist	 52	





is	 reviewing	 the	 “Verisimilitude	 Irregularities	 List.”13	 This	 is	
the	 kind	 of	 problem	 he	 has	 to	 deal	 with:	 “Mr.	 Grayson,	 Staff	
Ornithologist,	 has	 recently	 recalculated	 and	 estimates	 that	 to	
accurately	approximate	the	1865	bird	population	we’ll	need	to	
eliminate	 a	 couple	 hundred	 orioles	 or	 so.”14	 Records	 become	
archives	 become	 memory.	 “CivilWarLand”	 asks,	 If	 Employee	
Retrospectives	record	our	lives	today,	what	kind	of	history	are	
we	creating	for	tomorrow?	How	will	we	be	remembered?	
	 Records	 are	 not	 the	 only	 source	 of	 information	 in	
“CivilWarLand.”	People	are	sources	of	history,	too—but	this	is	













with	 the	 McKinnons	 serve	 as	 a	 reminder	 that	 something	 was	
lost	in	the	transition	from	oral	to	written	culture.	As	historian	











	 “Everything	 in	 the	 world	 is	 holy	 and	 unholy	 at	 the	
same	 time,”	 Saunders	 said	 in	 a	 new York Times Magazine 






the	 McKinnon	 family:	 “In	 front	 of	 Information	 Hoedown	 I	
see	the	McKinnons	cavorting.	I	get	closer	and	see	that	they’re	
not	 cavorting	 at	 all,	 they’ve	 inadvertently	 wandered	 too	 close	
to	 their	 actual	 death	 site	 and	 are	 being	 compelled	 to	 act	 out	
again	and	again	the	last	minutes	of	their	lives.”19	We	learn	that	
Mr.	 McKinnon,	 his	 mental	 health	 damaged	 by	 his	 wartime	
service—the	 experience	 at	 Antietam	 that	 the	 narrator	 hoped	
to	 access—murdered	 his	 own	 family	 and	 then	 took	 his	 own	
life.	 As	 Foote,	 the	 geographer,	 has	 written,	 our	 society	 often	
wants	to	commemorate	violent	but	meaningful	events	(such	as	
wars),	while	erasing	the	memory	of	events	that	are	violent	but	
apparently	 meaningless	 (such	 as	 murders):	 “A	 society’s	 need	
to	 remember	 is	 balanced	 against	 its	 desire	 to	 forget….	 If	 the	








	 In	 “CivilWarLand,”	 “The	 400-Pound	 CEO,”	 and	
“Pastoralia,”	the	comically	heroic	characters	persist	in	displaying	












selling	 the	 memories	 of	 an	 elderly	 woman	 as	 educational	
software.	Even	more	directly	than	“CivilWarLand,”	it	is	a	story	




“The	 archive	 is	 not	 potentially	 made	 up	 of	 everything,	 as	 is	
human	memory.”21	Postmodernism,	by	questioning	the	power	
of	 archival	 institutions	 and	 broadening	 the	 definition	 of	 “the	
archive,”	has	challenged	longstanding	recordkeeping	practices—
a	 challenge	 to	 which	 archivists	 have	 only	 recently	 begun	 to	
respond.22	Saunders’s	work	suggests	another	kind	of	response,	
in	fiction.	While	his	characters	struggle	to	transcend	the	records	
that	 make	 their	 lives	 small,	 his	 stories	 themselves	 document	
the	emotions	and	experiences	that	would	go	unrecorded	if	not	
preserved	in	the	archives	of	fiction.	
Erica Olsen	 is	 a	 writer	 and	 a	 contract	 archivist	 who	 has	
worked	most	recently	at	Edge	of	the	Cedars	State	Park	Museum	
in	Blanding,	Utah.	She	is	a	regular	contributor	to	Fine Books & 
Collections	magazine.
